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Chapter One

Prologue
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​

The Gate of the Gods ripped up from the plateau, a wound in the world. The air crackled, metallic, stinging the back of Maximilian’s throat. At seventy-three, his weathered hands—hands that had spent decades digging through ruins—cupped the ancient key, which wasn’t an ordinary key, but one shaped as a disc. He held it with a reverence that bordered on worship.

Silver hair whipped in the wind as he stood ten paces out, lean frame bent slightly under the weight of his obsession. Atlantean steel. Warm. Warmer. Symbols on the metal caught the last of the light, pulsing like a heartbeat.

Decades in the dark, every step dragged him to this moment. The air buzzed, thick and electric. Power crawled up from the stone—he could taste it, sharp on his tongue. Everything he’d worked for, right here. A thought crossed his mind that didn’t feel like his own. He pushed it aside. Too close now to doubt.

His Order circled him, two dozen strong, faces lost in shadow. They did what their ancestors had done, pulling raw energy through skin and bone. Hands glowed faintly in the half-light.

Thomas Latch stood at Maximilian’s side—mid-forties with thick, wavy hair, bright blue eyes, constantly scanning for threats, and a distinctive mole on his left cheek. Years of military training showed in how he held himself, ready but never tense. He held his breath, fingers flexed, ready for trouble. He kept close enough to catch a whisper, never close enough to crowd.

Maximilian stepped closer. Frost crunched under his boots. The key vibrated in his hand, symbols pulsing to life—on the disc, on the gate. Ley lines would channel Earth’s energy through those marks. In the center, a perfect circle waited. Made for the key he carried.

Nine more steps.

Humanity would finally see actual power. Airports would shut down. Travelers stranded, lost. Aircraft would sit silently on the tarmac. The world would hold its breath. No warning. Just the new world Maximilian had dreamed of. Power out in the open. No more hiding.

He’d stumbled blind through ruins for years. Chasing whispers that led nowhere until Nazca. Stones warmed under his palm. Something pressed back. Not a hand. Not a thought. Just a voice in the space between heartbeats. Patient. Ancient. It had no sound—only the particular certainty of a conclusion reached by a mind far older than his, delivered directly into the place behind his sternum where he had always kept his deepest convictions. It told him where to dig.

The disc-shaped key was buried exactly where the voice said it would be.

The voice had gone silent three months ago. At first, Maximilian worried. Then something else settled over him—not reassurance exactly, but the particular quiet of a teacher who has finished speaking because the lesson is complete. He had the key. He had the words. He had arrived. 

He kept his eyes up, counting stars the way a surgeon counts instruments before closing. Maximilian watched as the Ophiuchus constellation climbed higher. He whispered the words the voice had given him, “When the serpent-bearer rises and meets the galactic center every 26,000 years, it will be time.”

Thomas nodded. His eyes reflected the light, but his hand, resting near his weapon, wasn’t trembling for the same reasons Maximilian’s was. Maximilian wanted history. Thomas wanted to survive it.

“This is the moment we’ve prepared for,” Maximilian said.

In seven steps, it would all begin.

“Movement!” his lieutenant barely whispered it. “Canyon rim—we’ve got company!”

Maximilian kept moving. No need to look up. He’d known they’d come.

Figures dropped from the darkness above. Dozens scaling the canyon walls—too fast, too smooth. The Vanguard. At the center, a group that twisted something deep in Maximilian’s gut.

He picked them out; even from here, he could spot the elders. Malosi Eti Tung, descending like a spirit, skin glowing with that otherworldly light. Mary McGill’s red hair caught the last of the sun, blazing like a beacon.

And at the front—Elijah Brightwater. Six-two and lean even at sixty-five, he moved like a man half his age. White hair glowing in the dawn, bushy white eyebrows drawn together in concentration. One hand crackled with power, barely held back.

Jacob Greenhill, shorter than Elijah by half a foot, his bald head gleaming, light brown eyes measuring every step carefully.

Twelve elders. Each one carried a presence that needed no introduction. Power in every movement.

Perfect. Let them watch.

Another step. The key trembled. Gate symbols blazed. The air buzzed, heartbeat-quick, rattling his teeth, crawling through bone. Energy built between key and portal, stronger with every inch. The sound quickened, matching his steps. He wet his lips and kept walking.

“Maximilian!” Elijah’s voice cut across the plateau. “Whatever this is, stop. You don’t have to—”

“Don’t have to?” Maximilian’s laugh echoed off the canyon walls—cold, mirthless. “Decades, Elijah. While your council cowered in the shadows, I prepared. The difference between us? I have the courage to act.”

Another step. Five paces left. The key burned his hand, but he didn’t flinch.

His fighters spread out, hands flaring. A city skyline flashed in Maximilian’s mind. Hospital lights dying. Surgeons gasped as the machines failed. A life on the table, helpless in the dark.

“Elijah,” Omar’s voice carried an edge. “What’s he doing? What happens when that thing touches the gate?”

“The portal will act as an amplifier.” Elijah hadn’t looked away from Maximilian. “The celestial alignment is the catalyst. When the key is inserted, the telluric current will surge through every ley line on Earth. Igniting various sacred sites around the world in a chain reaction of power. It will build like a tsunami of energy.”

“And then?” Jacob asked quietly.

Maximilian answered, “Every circuit fried. Every satellite dead. Computers, phones, every machine they think they can’t live without—gone. One glorious pulse.” 

Another step. Four paces left.

“You’re insane.” Ursula breathed it out. “Billions will die in the chaos. Hospitals. Transportation—”

“No, they’ll be free!” Maximilian’s eyes burned. His pulse hammered, each beat echoing in his chest. “Free from the prison they built. When they’re desperate, afraid, searching for someone to lead them out—I will be what you refused to become. The one with the courage to rule.”

“Stop him,” Elijah said, shaking his head.

The Vanguard charged.

Energy bolts tore through the darkness, pure force streaming from palms and fingertips, trailing white-hot light that hung in the air a half-second too long. Maximilian’s fighters fired back, powers crackling and spitting.

The plateau erupted.

He ignored it. Another step. Three paces left.

The key burned. Gate symbols flared—tiny suns. The air shimmered, warping. Reality stretched thin. The hum roared. The ground shook under his boots.

Jacob vanished.

One second at the canyon’s base—in the next, Jacob materialized feet away, power already launching from his hand. The bolt caught Maximilian’s shoulder and spun him sideways. The key slipped.  

But he didn’t drop it.

Maximilian snarled, thrust out his free hand. A telekinetic force caught Jacob mid-stride and folded him to the ground.

Another Obsidian fighter moved in, energy crackling — 

Omar emerged from nowhere. The scarred elder moved with a veteran’s economy. His power met the fighters’ in an explosion that sent his opponent to the ground. Then Omar moved, putting himself back-to-back with Jacob.  

Energy bolts flew in controlled bursts.

Ursula waded in.

Suddenly, three Obsidian fighters dropped to their knees, clutching their heads. Telepathic assault. Invisible but devastating. She swept past them, green eyes locked on Maximilian.

“Your mind is mine,” she said.

Power lashed out.

Maximilian felt her probe hit his mental shields. Felt her as she tried to dig in, take control, shut him down from the inside. The key wavered as he fought back. Vision blurred where their telepathy clashed.

Then Elijah was there.

The Grand Elder didn’t teleport. Didn’t need to. Just walked through the battle as if everyone stood still. The fighters parted without a thought. When he raised his hand, energy didn’t stream—it erupted—a wave of pure force that sent half a dozen Obsidian fighters sprawling.

“Stand down. Max. Don’t make me do this.” Elijah’s voice wasn’t loud, but it carried a great distance.  

“Do what?” Maximilian straightened, fighting through the shoulder pain, through Ursula’s assault. “Stop me? You can’t. Look around. Your Vanguard is occupied. Your council is scattered. And I’m steps away from changing everything.”

He proved it by taking another step.

Two paces left.

The gate answered. Symbols flared, blinding. Fighters shielded their eyes. The hum shrieked. Cracks spidered across the stone. Energy was visible now—blue-green light dancing between key and gate, reaching.

Ley lines pulsed. Maximilian felt them—threads of power humming under his skin. All over the world, currents reversed. Pyramids. Stone circles. Prehistoric sites, all linked by hidden paths in the earth.

Decades. That whisper, always telling him where to dig, what to search for, when the stars would finally align.

The voice was quiet now. He didn’t need it anymore.

One step left.

Elijah’s hand shot out, and something tore.

Not physical. Deeper than that. His connection to the key severed like a cut wire. His connection to the energy was gone. For a moment, he couldn’t feel anything. Not the ley lines. Not the portal’s resonance. Not even his own power.

The key slipped from fingers that had suddenly gone numb.

“No!” he lunged, reaching for the key. Pain shot through his shoulder, white-hot, stopping him cold.

The key fell. Spun through the air, slow as a dream, toward the ground.

Jacob’s hand shot out, power crackling around his fingers. The key shot through the air, a comet-tail of light trailing behind it, and settled into Jacob’s waiting palm.  

Maximilian screamed. He tried to lunge anyway, and his legs buckled and he went down on one knee, and he screamed again because there was nothing else left to do.

The fight dragged on. Energy blasts flickered, weak now. Warriors slowed, limbs heavy, breath ragged. Skin pale as power drained away. The air thickened. Time paused for a heartbeat. Maximilian’s breath fogged. Pulse hammered in his ears. Jacob mirrored him—both caught in stillness. Then steel rang out.

They fell back on older ways. Ancestral. Atlantean blades, asleep for centuries, woke at their touch. The crystals along the edges lit up. Vanguard weapons blazing blue. Order swords pulsing violet. Each blade hummed its own song, power vibrating through bone.

The battle turned primal. Steel clashed, drowning out the last echoes of energy.

Maximilian drew his blade. Black metal, drinking light instead of reflecting it. He lunged at Jacob. If he could get the key back, close that last bit of distance — 

Jacob met him, blade to blade. Steel sang. They locked together, faces inches apart. Both straining. Sparks cascaded like meteors as old techniques played out, lethal and precise.

“You were our friend,” Jacob said through gritted teeth.

Maximilian’s breath came hard. “This is for all of us. For what we could become if we stopped hiding—”

Jacob’s blade shifted, twisted. Found an opening. The point drove into Maximilian’s side. Not deep, but precise. Something cracked. Breath gone.

Maximilian staggered back. His sword slipped from weak fingers, clattering onto the stone.

“Elijah!” Jacob’s voice carried across the chaos as he tossed the key. It spun through the air, trailing ribbons of light that wrote ancient symbols in the space between them.

Elijah caught it one-handed.

The moment his fingers closed around the disc, the building energy collapsed. Gate symbols flickered, dimmed, died. The shrieking hum faded. Cracks stopped spreading. Whatever had been waking in the ley lines—whatever pulse had been building across sacred sites worldwide—it stuttered and fell dormant.

The portal remained sealed.

Around the plateau, Obsidian fighters, seeing their leader down, realized their mission had failed—they ran. Some teleported away in flashes of displaced air. Others just fled into the pre-dawn darkness. Abandoning weapons and the wounded.

Maximilian dropped to his knees, hand pressed to his bleeding side. Every breath came in a hard pull. His heartbeat pushed blood through his fingers with mechanical persistence. He pressed harder, knowing it wouldn’t help.

He failed.

The other elders were gathering now and slowly descending from the canyon rim. Twelve figures, faces grave. Mary. Djehuty Moustafa. Jun Lin. Fatima Shirani. Noor Zidan. Youssef Khoisan. Sita Nguyen. Malosi, whose tattoos seemed to writhe in the growing light. All converged in the space in front of the gate. They formed a circle around fallen Maximilian.

Elijah stood at the circle’s head, key in one hand. With the other, he pulled out something that made Maximilian’s breath catch despite the pain.

The codex.

Not a replica. The original. Leather binding so old it seemed to predate civilization itself.

“You brought it here?” Maximilian’s voice came out rasping. Blood flecked his lips. “The real one? You never take it out—”

“Special circumstances.” Elijah’s voice was quiet. Something more profound than exhaustion lined his face. Something that looked like grief. “You forced my hand.”

The other elders took positions. Jacob stood opposite Elijah, sword still drawn. Ursula took her position to the east. Omar to the west.

The others filled the gaps—twelve points on a perfect circle with Maximilian at the center.  

Maximilian’s eyes widened. He stopped trying to get up. “Do what you need to do.”

Elijah opened the codex. Pages rustled, though there was no wind. The symbols on the cover glowed and spread to the pages like living fire.  

“I’m sorry.” Elijah’s voice cracked. “But you’ve left us no choice.”

The elders raised their hands toward Maximilian, fingers spread, palms open. Power moved between them, flowing through the circle like current through a closed wire. Maximilian recoiled as if something had burned him. His mouth opened—protest, rage, terror —  

Light erupted from the circle.

Pure white. Not blinding exactly — the kind of light that had no direction. That simply was. It swallowed the gate, the plateau, every fighter still standing, until there was no canyon and no sky, only the light and whatever it was deciding to do with them.

For a moment that stretched like eternity, there was only light.

Then it died.

Maximilian collapsed.

At that exact moment, Elijah dropped to one knee. The Codex slipped from his grip, caught by Jacob’s steady hand. The Grand Elder’s face had gone ash-pale. Years carved into his features in heartbeats.

“It’s done,” Elijah whispered, voice hoarse.

“Elijah!” Jacob was there, supporting him with one arm while tucking the Codex away with the other. “Easy. I got you.”

The other elders stepped back. Each one drained, faces slack with exhaustion. Every trembling hand and unsteady step showed the price they had paid.

✦ ✦ ✦​

Around them, Vanguard moved in. Secured the plateau; checked the fallen. The battle was over. The air still tasted metallic, thick with residual energy. Reality knitted itself back together, slow as a healing wound. The Gate of the Gods stood silent again, ancient and weathered, keeping its secrets.  

Jacob helped Elijah to his feet, taking most of his weight. “Come on. Let’s get you away from here.”

He guided Elijah toward the canyon’s edge. They left the gate, the circle, the weight of what they’d done. The other elders were already dispersing. All of them moved slowly, like people who’d given everything and had nothing left.

Dawn broke over the canyon rim as Vanguard secured the last Obsidian fighter.

Elijah stood with the Gate at his back, the key heavy in his hand. Atlantean steel, cold now. No resonance. Still, his fingers tightened, searching for warmth. Danger lingered. The key slept, not dead. Waiting for the next alignment. The next fool who thought they could change the world.

Jacob watched, exhausted. Armor scorched and dented. His sword hand shook from adrenaline and loss of power. But he was smiling.

“Julie’s due date is today.” His voice was soft, almost wondering. “Winter solstice, baby.”

Elijah turned. Some of the tension bled from his shoulders. “Have they chosen a name?”

“Isabella, if it’s a girl. Isaiah, if it’s a boy.” Jacob’s smile widened. Genuine warmth breaking through his warrior mask. “Your grandchildren will have a playmate soon.”  

Elijah’s gaze drifted skyward. Stars faded, dawn eating them one by one. But Ophiuchus still hung there. The thirteenth sign. The forgotten one. His grandchildren—twins—were born in summer’s height. “Your grandchild arrives in winter’s depths. Solstice children—yours born at midsummer, theirs at midwinter.”  

Something in Elijah’s tone made Jacob’s smile falter. He knew that voice. The one Elijah used when pieces clicked into place. When prophecy and reality lined up, too perfect to be chance.

“Elijah?” Jacob’s voice was careful. “What’s wrong?”

Long silence. When Elijah spoke, his voice was barely above a whisper. “Shaman Soyala’s prophecy. Do you remember what she said? ‘It begins with the serpent-bearer. Four descendants...’” He trailed off, jaw working. “I thought she meant today. Maximilian’s attack. The portal. I thought this was the beginning she warned about.”

“But?” Jacob prompted. Though he already understood. Already felt pieces click into place in his own mind.

Elijah didn’t answer right away. His gaze moved from the sealed portal to the key in his palm to the eastern horizon, where a new day broke. “Shaman Soyala said four descendants. Two born of the same star. Two forged in separate fires.” He paused. “I don’t know which children she meant. But when the time comes, we must be ready to guide them.”

“If we can find them,” Jacob mumbled.

“We will.” Elijah drew the Codex from inside his coat one more time. Weighed it in his free hand. Key in one hand, book in the other. Power and knowledge. Lock and key. “The Codex doesn’t believe in coincidence. Neither did the shamans who first read the stars and saw our fate written there. Neither do I.”  

Jacob’s hand moved to the hilt of his sword. An unconscious gesture of comfort. “So, what do we do?”

“We wait. We watch. We prepare.” Elijah’s voice carried steel. Promise. Oath. “And when they reveal themselves, we’ll be ready.”

The canyon walls caught the first light, orange bleeding up through the stone the way it always did, indifferent to everything that had just happened. The Gate of the Gods stood where it had always stood. The key lay cool in Elijah’s grip. He held the Codex against his ribs, where he could feel his own heartbeat through the leather cover. He had always hated that.

Julie Greenhill was bringing new life into a world that had just survived a catastrophe.

Kelly and Kyle Brightwater slept peacefully. Unaware that their world had just become far more dangerous.  

The prophecy was beginning.

And Elijah didn’t know what would come next.
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Chapter Two

Dreams
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Summer 2029 - 16.5 Years Later

Seven Peaks Orphanage

There was a knock on his bedroom door.

Alejandro shot upright. Sweat stung his eyes. At six-three, even sitting on the narrow orphanage bed, he felt too big for the cramped room—all limbs and angles, still getting used to the height he’d hit over the past year. 

The creak of old floorboards told him someone stood outside his door.

He shoved shaggy black hair out of his face, heart pounding, palms slick on the mattress. 

Another knock. Not a dream. Real. 

“Come in.” His voice sounded strange, too loud in the quiet. He rubbed his eyes — dark, nearly black, the kind that made social workers uncomfortable when he looked at them too long.

A man filled the doorway. Tall, athletic, with short brown hair graying at the temples. He wore a pressed button-down earth-toned shirt tucked into well-worn dark jeans and cowboy boots.

“¿Alejandro Núñez?” The man’s voice carried calm confidence that Alejandro had never heard in this place.

His fingers curled around the edge of the mattress. Sixteen years of bouncing through the system taught you one truth: unexpected visitors meant bad news. “Who’s asking?”

“Kelvin Brightwater.” The man stepped inside. His eyes landed on the frayed superhero poster. Something flickered across his face—recognition, maybe. The room shrank, and the air was heavy. “I knew your mother a long time ago.”

The words hit hard. Alejandro’s chest tightened. Nobody talked about his mother. Not here. His file just said, “unknown biological parent.” Translation: She didn’t care enough to be remembered.

“How? How did you know her?”

Kelvin pulled a worn photograph from his pocket. “We went to school together.”

Alejandro snatched the photograph. A woman with his smile, standing in front of mountains he couldn’t name. Seventeen, maybe. Laughing at the camera. She looked happy. Like someone who wouldn’t leave a kid behind.

His throat burned. “Mrs. Perez said she was a nobody.”

“Mrs. Perez was wrong.” Kelvin’s jaw tightened. “Your mother was extraordinary. She was a talented student at Kachina Academy.”

“Kachina, what?”

“Academy. It’s a school for people like your mother.” Kelvin paused. “Like you.”

Heat pressed in. Alejandro set the photo on his nightstand, buying time. Scams came in all shapes. He’d learned that early. But this guy knew his mother’s name. Had her picture. Talked like Alejandro should already know what he meant.

A memory flashed—last year, reading in this room, the lamp flickering for no reason. The bulb was fine. Mrs. Perez teased him about ghost shows. He’d laughed it off, but now the memory cut sharper.

“People like me,” Alejandro repeated slowly. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Kelvin’s gaze swept the room, lingering on the graphic novel splayed open on the floor, a hero lifting a car over his head. “Your mother could move things with her mind,” Kelvin said, as if commenting on the weather. “Telekinesis. She could lift objects, redirect them, and control them without touching them.” He pulled an envelope out of his jacket. “And I think you will be able to.”

The envelope drifted from Kelvin’s hand.

Alejandro stared. The envelope floated. No strings. No tricks. It landed softly on the bed. His mind spun, searching for a reason. Came up empty.

“Shut the front door.” Alejandro’s voice came out strangled. “How did—”

Kelvin gestured to the envelope. “Open it.”

Alejandro’s hands shook as he tore the seal. Inside: thick, expensive paper. Official. At the top: Kachina Academy for the Gifted and Talented.

Dear Alejandro,

Your mother, Harper Rodriguez, attended Kachina Academy. She was a valued member of our community, and we regret that circumstances prevented her from witnessing your growth and development.

As her son, you are a descendant of Atlantis. We welcome you to attend the Awakening ceremony, where you will activate your inheritance.

This is not mandatory, but it is your birthright.

Elijah Brightwater

Administrator, Kachina Academy

Alejandro read it twice. Three times. The words didn’t change. “This is insane.”

“I know how it sounds—”

“No, you don’t,” Alejandro said, the letter clenched in his fist. “You don’t know what it’s like. Everyone in this place has a story about their parents. Dead, drugs, jail, whatever. At least they had parents who existed long enough to screw up.” His voice cracked. “Mine couldn’t even bother with that.” 

“She and your father died when you were very young,” Kelvin said quietly.

The room tilted. Alejandro grabbed the dresser for balance. “Mrs. Perez said—”

“Mrs. Perez didn’t know the truth.” Kelvin’s expression softened. “I’m sorry. You deserved better than that.”

Alejandro’s eyes burned. He stared at the water-stained ceiling, counting tiles until the urge to cry faded. Years of questions, and now a stranger with answers that hurt worse than silence. His mother hadn’t left. She was just gone. His father had a different kind of hole. Not grief — just absence. A name he didn’t even have.

“My father,” he said. “You knew him, too?”

Kelvin was quiet for a beat. “I didn’t meet your father, Jimenez, until after they were married. Harper introduced us once, at a school event. He was quiet. Kind. That’s honestly most of what I knew.”

“His family’s line ran older than the academy itself,” Kelvin said, almost to himself, the words sounding like something he’d been deciding whether to say. “Harper used to tell me he carried something he didn’t have a name for yet. She thought he’d figure it out eventually.” He closed the subject with the particular care of someone who knows this isn’t the moment. “There will be time for that part of the story. Not tonight.”

Alejandro now had his parents’ names. Harper and Jimenez.

The pencil on his nightstand rolled.

Then the lampshade wobbled.

Kelvin’s voice cut through Alejandro’s confusion and chaos. “Hey. Look at me.”

Alejandro kept his eyes down. The objects spun faster, pulled by something inside him: anger, grief, relief, all tangled. He clenched his fist.

“Alejandro.” Kelvin’s hand landed on his shoulder—firm to ground him. “Breathe in for four counts. Hold for four. Out for four. Come on.”

Elementary school breathing. Alejandro did it anyway. In. Hold. Out. The objects wobbled, then they stilled. The pencil stopped.

Neither of them moved.

“Did I do that?” Alejandro whispered.

“Yes, but I don’t know how. You have not yet gone through the awakening. Have you?” Kelvin asked.

Alejandro shook his head.

Kelvin stepped back, giving Alejandro space. “Kachina Academy can teach you to control it. But it’s your choice. You can go, meet others like you, and learn about your mother. Or you can stay.”

Alejandro looked around the cramped room. Chipped dresser. Shallow closet. Dust-streaked window. Down the hall, laughter from families visiting other kids—families that would take them home.

He’d stopped hoping for that three years ago.

But this was different. A connection. Legacy. A mother who was real, who’d had this same power. Who belonged to something bigger than this beige box.

“What if I’m not good enough?” The question escaped before he could stop it.

Kelvin’s expression shifted—something like understanding. “Your mother asked the same thing on her first day. You know what the Academy Administrator told her?”

Alejandro shook his head.

“You’re exactly where you are supposed to be.” Kelvin picked up the envelope from the bed and said, “Harper would be proud of you.”

After Kelvin left, Alejandro sat on the edge of his bed, staring at the photograph. He traced the mountains in the background. Maybe he was going there. Maybe he’d finally found a place to belong. Somewhere, his mother’s legacy could be real.

He looked down at the letter in his other hand.

Dawn. A chance at answers.

For the first time in a long time, Alejandro let himself hope.

✦ ✦ ✦​

Isabella dragged her fingers through the pool. Ripples broke her reflection into a thousand pieces—caramel skin that came from her father, darker than her mother’s fairness but lighter than her grandfather Jacob’s deep complexion. Dark, tight, curly hair clung to her neck. When she looked down, green eyes looked back. Those came from her grandmother, Carmella, her father always said, skipping right over him. A reminder that she was a blend of everyone, belonging fully to no one.

The Santa Catalina Mountains cut the horizon under a cloudless sky. Ancient guardians. Or jailers. Same thing.

“Isabella.”

She didn’t need to look up. Her mother stood there, arms crossed, wearing that expression. The ‘we need to talk about your future’ look. The ‘stop disappointing us’ look.

“What now?” Isabella pushed her sunglasses up, squinting against the late afternoon glare.

Julie’s shadow blocked the sun. “You know what. Tomorrow’s awakening.”

“Ah. Right. The big moment everyone keeps talking about,” Isabella flopped back on the chaise, dark hair spilling over the edge. She kept her cool, but her fingers twitched. “Let me guess, this is my heritage, and I should feel honored to have an ability?”

“Don’t be flippant.”

“I’m not being flippant. I’m being realistic.” Isabella sat up, the chaise creaking under her. “You and Dad went through your awakening. Grandfather went through his. And his parents before him. I get it. But why do I need to go? Why can’t they come here and do what they need to do, so I can get on with life?”

Julie adjusted the gold Atlantean bracelet on her wrist, the one that caught sunlight and probably cost more than most people’s cars. As she talked about the awakening, Isabella felt a faint warmth pulse from the bracelet, like a heartbeat tied to the family’s legacy. “Because the awakening isn’t about knowing. It’s about accepting responsibility for your family, for our community, for—”

“To Kachina Academy. To the Atlantean heritage. To maintain the legacy.” Isabella’s voice went flat. “I’ve heard this speech, Mother. Multiple times. In multiple variations.”

A flicker crossed Julie’s face. Isabella knew the look. Seventeen years of practice. Surprise. Concern. Fear, buried deep. Her mother was afraid she wouldn’t go. Good.

“And what do you plan to do instead?” Julie’s voice had that careful tone, the one she used when actually trying not to start a fight. “Stay here? Build your influencer empire by the pool?”

“Influencing is a billion-dollar industry.” Isabella swung her legs off the chaise. “But sure, reduce it to ‘posting by the pool’ like I don’t have a business plan.”

“A business plan.” Julie’s expression shifted to something more complicated. “To do what, exactly?”

This was it. The moment Isabella had waited for all week. She’d rehearsed this speech, tested it on friends, tweaked every word. Time to see if her mother’s values held up to uncomfortable truths.

“Information is power. That’s what Grandfather always says.” Isabella stood, moving to the pool’s edge. “Social media isn’t just entertainment anymore. It’s how people form opinions, decide, and cast their votes. Every post, every video becomes a thread in a larger web.”

“Isabella—”

“If I do it right, if I can reframe stories, plant doubt, make people question what they thought they knew, I wouldn’t just have followers.” She turned, meeting her mother’s eyes. “I’d have disciples. People who’d trust me to tell them what’s true.” She wanted it. That was the part she hadn’t expected.

Julie went pale.

Isabella pressed forward. “You wanted me to understand power. Well, that’s power. Not reading auras or hearing thoughts. Real influence over real people who make actual choices.”

“Stop,” the word cracked like a whip. Julie’s hands trembled as she gripped the back of a patio chair. “Do you hear yourself?”

“I hear myself perfectly—”

“You sound like him.” Julie’s voice went quiet. Dangerous. “Like Maximilian before he fell. That same hunger, that same certainty that you know better than everyone else.”

“Who? Who is Maximilian Obsidian?”

Julie shook her head. The name no one spoke. She stepped closer to her daughter. “This fantasy where you control how people think, where they worship you for revealing ‘truth’—that’s exactly how it starts. With good intentions. With the belief that you’re smarter than the systems in place.”

Isabella’s chest tightened. She’d wanted to rattle her mother, to prove she had plans beyond the script. She hadn’t meant to hit a nerve.

“You are sixteen —”

“Sixteen and a half!” Isabella shot back.

Julie continued. “You think you get it—power, I mean—because you’ve read about it, thought about it. But you don’t know what it costs.” Her blue eyes fixed on hers and didn’t let go. “If your ability is telepathy, it’s not just about hearing thoughts. It’s feeling everyone’s pain, their fears, their desperation.” She paused, letting the weight of her words sink in. “And the pull to fix it all, to take control, to make them do what you think is right.” She shook her head, the intensity of her gaze unwavering. “That’s the path that destroyed Maximilian. They say he tried to shape the world into his vision until one day he lost everything. Beware of walking the road he walked.”

Isabella’s hands had gone still at her sides. Her argument crumbled. But her mother looked terrified.

“I don’t see what the big deal is about my dream,” Isabella said finally. “I just—”

“Well, I know exactly how dangerous your gifts could become without proper training.”

“Training.” The word tasted bitter. “You mean control.”

“I mean guidance.” Julie’s voice softened slightly. “The awakening ceremony connects your heritage, and, like other Atlantean descendants, you will all properly learn how to control your ability, whatever it may be. You’re not the first teenager to dream of power, Isabella. You’re just the first one in our family who might be talented enough, actually, to achieve it.”

It should have felt like a compliment. Instead, it felt like a cage.

Isabella looked at the mountains again. She’d heard the stories—how Kachina Academy, not on any map, sat hidden in the Southwest desert.

Isabella had caught enough whispered conversations between her parents, and she had noticed how her grandfather’s voice dropped when he mentioned ‘preserving our heritage.’ She knew Kachina was where students learned to use their abilities responsibly. Telepaths practiced mind-reading without crossing lines. Seers learned not to meddle with fate. Everyone followed the elders’ rules.

The alternative? Staying here. Watching her mother’s fear every time she said something too ambitious. Living under suspicion.

“Fine,” Isabella heard herself say. “I’ll go to the Awakening.”

Relief flooded Julie’s face. “Thank you—”

“On one condition.” Isabella met her mother’s eyes. “After the ceremony, you’ll allow me to move into the guest house. My space, my rules, no more surveillance.”

“The guest house isn’t—”

“It’s still on the property. You’ll know exactly where I am.” Isabella crossed her arms. “But I need room to breathe. To figure out who I am without everyone watching every move.”

Julie studied her daughter for a long moment. Isabella kept her expression neutral, refusing to look away. Finally, Julie nodded.

“One-month trial,” she said. “You go through the awakening, attend orientation at Kachina, prove you’re taking this seriously—then we’ll discuss the guesthouse.”

“Deal.” Isabella extended her hand.

They shook hands. Formal, like strangers making a deal. Maybe they were.

“We leave at 7:30 tomorrow morning,” Julie said.

She turned toward the house, then paused. “Isabella? Your grandfather sees something special in you. So do I, but ‘special’ doesn’t mean ‘safe’. Not for you, not for others.” She looked back over her shoulder. “That’s what the training is for. Learning the difference between power and wisdom.”

After her mother left, Isabella dove into the pool. Cold water shocked her system, washing away the heat and tension. She swam until her muscles burned, trying to outpace the truth.

The speech had been a test. But Isabella had scared herself, too. For a moment, describing that kind of influence, she wanted it.

She let herself sink to the bottom of the pool and held her breath as long as she could.

Isabella just hoped she could control whatever she was becoming.

✦ ✦ ✦​

Kelly woke to the sound of her brother’s nightmare. She lay still, listening through the shared bathroom wall. No words. Just sounds.

Panic.

Her twin’s heartbeat raced, even through the wall. The connection between them buzzed, sharp as a live wire.

She checked her phone—2:47 AM.

Another sound—sharper this time.

Kelly threw off her covers and crossed through the Jack-and-Jill bathroom. Bare feet, cold tile as she crossed into Kyle’s room. It was dark, moonlight slicing through the blinds. 

He thrashed in his sheets, face twisted in silent agony—high cheekbones inherited from their grandmother Kimimela catching the shadows, making him look older than seventeen.

“Kyle,” she kept her voice gentle but firm. “Wake up.”

His hazel eyes snapped open, wild and unfocused. Auburn hair—the same shade as hers, stuck to his forehead with sweat. As he sat up in bed, he looked smaller, thinner, and not a fighter. His chest heaved.

“Kelly?” The word came out cracked, desperate.

She sat on the edge of his bed; the mattress dipped under her weight. “Another night terror?”

He nodded, hands gripping the sheets like they were the only thing keeping him here.

Kelly waited. Force never worked. He’d retreat further inside. Better to give him space to surface on his own.

“It was bad.” His voice barely rose above a whisper. “Terrible.”

“Tell me.”

Kyle’s gaze drifted to the window, to the Santa Catalina Mountains. “There was a doorway. Made of stone, old. Carved with symbols I couldn’t read, but somehow understood. Seven seals in circles, each one a different realm. A cracked astrolabe at the center, frozen. The doorway pulsed with something older than time. Like a heartbeat from the void.”

He swallowed hard. “And something on the other side was trying to get through.”

Kelly’s stomach went cold. “What kind of something?”

“I don’t know,” Kyle’s hands trembled. “Not one thing—many. Like a hierarchy of beings, stacked from earth to heaven. Watchers, Kelly. That’s what the voice called them. Ancient observers who’d been bound beyond the seventh gate. And they were waiting. Waiting for someone to open it.” He pressed his palms against his eyes. “I could feel it, Kel.”

The room felt too small. Too hot. Kelly stood and moved to the window, needing something to look at besides her brother’s face.

She looked down and saw a book on the floor. “What are you reading?”

Kyle followed her gaze. “‘The Odyssey’, the Fagles translation. Why?”

“What part of ‘The Odyssey’ specifically?”

Kyle thought for a moment. “Book eleven. The Kingdom of the Dead, where Odysseus consults the prophet Tiresias. Why? Do you think I was dreaming about that?”

“Maybe. Where was this doorway?”

“High in the mountains. But not here—somewhere colder. Older.”

“Mt. Olympus?”

He dropped his head. “That wasn’t even the worst part.”

Kelly braced herself. “What is it, Kyle?”

“There were four of us standing in front of it,” Kyle continued. “You, me, and two others I didn’t recognize. A girl with dark hair and a guy—tall, intense-looking.” His breath hitched. “We had to choose. Open the doorway or seal it forever. And both choices felt wrong. Like, no matter what we picked, people would die.”

“Did you see what happened?” she asked. “If we open it? If we seal it?”

“I saw... seven heavens stacked like layers. And on the seventh, at the very top, was something that looked like a throne made of blazing fire. Rivers of light poured from it. The voice said we were ‘the four who must ascend.’ Like we’d done this before, in another life. Like we were... returning.” He shivered. “And Kelly? The doorway wasn’t the only one. There were gates everywhere—in mountains, underwater, in the sky itself. All of them are trying to open at once.”

Kelly’s reflection stared back from the dark window. Behind her, Kyle hunched on the bed, looking younger than seventeen. In two days, they’d go through the awakening. They’d become like their parents. Gifted.

“Could be just stress,” she said, but even she didn’t believe it. “We have a big day coming up. Maybe your brain’s just processing—”

“It wasn’t stress.” Kyle’s certainty cut through her rationalization.

She’d been tracking Kyle’s night terrors since they were eight years old. The night before, a car hit their dog. The week before Mom’s accident. And their grandmother.

She turned to face him. “Then we’ll deal with it. We’ll figure it out together.”

“Just like that?” Kyle’s voice held a hint of wonder. “You won’t tell me I’m imagining things? That it’s just nightmares?”

She looked at him—her other half since before they were born. He felt her fear even when she tried to hide it. He saw futures she couldn’t imagine and trusted her to help him through. “We’ll find our way,” she promised. The words echoed that primal heartbeat Kyle had described, pulsing in the dark. They carried more weight than she wanted to admit.

Kelly stayed until Kyle’s breathing steadied, then slipped back through the bathroom. She sat on the edge of her own bed and picked up her phone. Typed night terrors in teenagers into the search bar. Stared at the results — Reddit threads, a Wiki, a forum full of REM sleep behavior disorder. She closed it. Opened it again. Typed recurring prophetic dreams and got a wall of pages she didn’t have the vocabulary to read yet. But what jumped out was a link on adolescent precognition.

She turned the screen off and sat in the dark, doing the one thing she was worst at.

Nothing.
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Chapter Three

Awakening
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The leather chair creaked under Isabella. Her fingers drummed the armrest, sharp and restless, counting down the seconds.

The room smelled of old paper and sandalwood. Books pressed close on every shelf, spines cracked and faded. Overhead, the ceiling fan turned. Whump, whump, whump. Each rotation marked time.

Across the hall, Elijah’s door opened. A boy stepped out, shoulders slumped. He didn’t look up. Not once.

“You’re no less than any other,” Elijah’s voice carried from inside. “You’re still part of this community. Kachina Academy isn’t where your journey continues.”

Isabella watched the boy nod and shuffle away. Could that be her, sent home and forgotten? For a second, she almost wanted it. She hated herself a little for that.

She shifted again. The leather squeaked beneath her.

Ridiculous. She wasn’t here to join anything. She wanted answers. Then she could go back to her real life. The one that made sense.

Footsteps approached. Isabella straightened, smoothing her expression into practiced indifference.

Elijah came in first, white hair bright in the window light. Her grandfather, Jacob, followed. His footfall was heavier, deliberate—the sound of a man carrying something. Isabella rubbed her forearms once, then made herself stop.

Elijah’s blue eyes swept over her. She looked away first. He was reading her—her impatience, stubbornness, the curiosity she worked hard to hide. Adults always thought curiosity meant trouble. She’d already caught that flicker in his gaze. Judgment.

“Miss Greenhill.” His voice was warm but formal. “You’ve been waiting for this moment, haven’t you?”

Isabella crossed her arms. “I just want to understand my ability and be done.”

“Done?” Jacob’s eyebrow rose. “Isabella, this isn’t a vaccination. It’s understanding who you are.”

“Who am I?” She leaned forward and blew a strand of hair from her face. “Look, maybe this is a big spiritual thing for everyone else. For me? It’s just a hurdle. I want to clear it and move on.”

Elijah and Jacob exchanged a look. The kind adults share when they’re deciding what to do with a difficult kid. Like she wasn’t even there.

She pressed her thumbnail into her palm. She hated it when adults talked about her as if she were invisible.

“Your desire for answers is understandable,” Elijah said carefully. “But you can’t rush some truths.”

Isabella wanted to argue. Push back against the vague wisdom-speak. But Jacob stepped forward, and his expression stopped her.

“Are you ready?” her grandfather asked.

She pulled in a breath. “For what?”

“The Awakening.”

✦ ✦ ✦​

The ritual was simpler than she’d expected. No chanting. No crystals. Just Elijah and Jacob, one on either side of her chair, their hands hovering near her temples without quite touching.

“Close your eyes,” Elijah instructed.

Isabella obeyed, if only to avoid their intense gazes.

“Focus on your breathing,” Jacob said. His voice was closer now, somewhere to her right. “In through your nose. Out through your mouth. Let everything else fall away.”

She tried. Really tried. But her mind wouldn’t slow down. What if nothing happened? Worse, what if something did?

She felt it at the crown of her head first. Warmth.

At first, gentle. Almost pleasant—like stepping into a patch of sun on a cold day. Then it spread, turning to liquid heat that slid down her scalp and neck. It pooled at the base of her spine.

The ceiling fan’s thump faded, distant now. Her nerves hummed with heat, then—something else. Her fingertips went cool, the way the air drops just before rain. Her breath caught.

This wasn’t her imagination.

The feeling shot up her spine, vertebra by vertebra. Skin prickled. Metallic taste on her tongue.

Then, as suddenly as it began, it stopped.

Silence.

Isabella’s eyes snapped open. Same office. Same books, same desk, same afternoon light through the blinds. But inside, everything felt different.

She noticed the individual dust motes drifting through the slant of light above the desk. They’d always been there. She’d never actually seen them.

“How do you feel?” Jacob asked.

Isabella opened her mouth to say “fine.” The word died on her tongue.

How did she feel?

Terrified. Exhilarated. As if she could fly but did not know how to land. No idea what came next.

“Different,” she said at last.

Elijah nodded, satisfaction flickering across his features. “You've awakened. A telepath—I sense it already. The gift runs strong in your bloodline.”

A telepath.

The word should have meant something. Instead, questions flooded in, one after another—no answers, just the raw fact of a new reality, thrilling and terrifying and nothing she’d been ready for.

“What does that...” Isabella stopped. Started again. “What can I do? I mean, specifically.”

“That’s what we’ll help you discover,” Jacob said. “But first, we need to assess your natural aptitude.” He moved toward the door. “I’ll get Principal O’Farridge. He teaches telepathy.”

The door clicked shut behind him.

Isabella and Elijah sat in silence. The ceiling fan continued its rotation. Whump-whump-whump.

She stared at her hands. Chipped purple nail polish. The freckle on her left thumb. Nothing different on the outside. But inside, something had opened. Like finding a signal she’d been broadcasting into static her whole life—and suddenly something was broadcasting back.

“How are you?” Elijah asked.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. Honesty surprised her.

Elijah’s expression softened. “That’s an appropriate answer for what you just experienced.”

The door opened. A tall man stepped in, with silver hair and blue eyes that seemed to see right through her. He moved with a kind of careful grace, every step measured.

“Principal O’Farridge,” Elijah said. “Meet Isabella Greenhill. Newly awakened telepath.”

O’Farridge’s gaze fixed on her. Not unkind but assessing. “A pleasure, Miss Greenhill.”

“So, what now? You test if I can read thoughts?” Sarcasm slipped in, her usual shield. Isabella resisted the urge to cross her arms. In her head: Great. Xavier Institute with Wi-Fi.

O’Farridge smiled slightly, something faint and patient that had probably weathered worse. An Irish accent colored his words. “Not yet. Mind reading requires training and a deep understanding of ethics. We begin with something more fundamental.” He reached into his pocket and withdrew a small, polished onyx—black and gleaming. “Hold out your hand.”

Isabella complied. The stone settled into her palm.

Cold. Not ice-cold—something stranger. The onyx was smooth, almost slippery. As her fingers closed around it, she caught a faint vibration, like a hum just out of reach.

“What am I supposed to—”

O’Farridge raised his hand. “Close your eyes. Focus on the onyx. Feel its texture.”

Isabella almost laughed. Focus on a rock. Sure. Why not.

But she did it anyway. A small part of her—the part she kept trying to silence—wanted to know what would happen.

At first, nothing. Just the stone’s weight in her hand. The smooth surface against her skin.

Then the stone grew warmer.

It wasn’t her body heat. The warmth came from the stone itself.

“This is stupid,” she muttered. But she kept her eyes closed.

She felt heat move up her fingers, along her wrist—slow and deliberate, like stepping from shade into full sun. She almost shivered.

“Is it?” O’Farridge asked, closer now. “What do you feel? Not think. Feel.”

The distinction mattered.

What did she feel?

The stone’s weight. The warmth. But something else too. Pressure behind her eyes, like tears with no sadness. Her skull felt too small for all of it. Too much, too fast.

Footsteps echoed in the hallway, then quieted.

“Good. That’s your awakening awareness. The onyx is just a focus. A grounding point.” O’Farridge’s voice was steady, anchoring. “Now, with your eyes still closed, I want you to imagine something for me. Can you do that?”

“Depends on what it is.”

“Imagine your awareness as ripples in a pond. Moving from the stone, through your body, and beyond.”

Isabella frowned. The image came more easily than she expected. Ripples spreading in gentle waves. With each one, the pressure behind her eyes grew, but she could handle it.

Then something shifted. The world tilted.

Oh.

Oh no.

This was real.

The pressure shifted. Not pain now, but awareness. Not just herself or the onyx, but the whole room. The people in it. She couldn’t see them, but she could feel them.

Sparks—that was the only word for it. Each person in the room was one, distinct as the difference between a candle and a floodlight. Then, all at once, the colors surged forward, too bright, too intense.

Isabella’s pulse hammered. She grabbed the arm of her chair, cool leather grounding her as everything threatened to tip over.

“I can sense you,” she whispered, her voice barely steady. Her hand tightened around the onyx. “All of you.”

The pressure behind her eyes grew. Not pain, just a steady push. Like her brain was shifting, rearranging itself.

She forced her breathing to stay even. “Like... shapes made of light. Or something.”

“Can you hold that feeling?” O’Farridge asked from somewhere to her left.

Isabella nodded, not trusting her voice.

“Good. Now—slowly—open your eyes. Please don’t force it. Let the awareness stay.”

She opened them.

And gasped.

The room exploded with color.

The walls were still beige. The desk, still mahogany. But over everything, like a filter she couldn’t turn off, there was something new. Something impossible. Color layered over reality.

Elijah burned with deep blue streaked with silver. Her grandfather glowed amber, flecked with green. O’Farridge was different—cooler, harder to read, a gray that sat underneath something violet the way a bruise sits under skin.

Isabella squeezed her eyes shut and opened them again.

The colors remained.

“I—” Her voice cracked. “Is this permanent? Will I always see this?”

“You’ll learn to control it,” O’Farridge assured her. His tone was gentle but firm. “Like learning to focus your eyes. Right now, everything’s overwhelming because you’re seeing it all at once.”

She gripped the chair arms. Somewhere, a phone buzzed. Ordinary life snuck in through the cracks.

“What if I can’t learn? What if I’m stuck seeing everyone like...” She waved at the colors swirling around them. The thought of endless days trapped in this new reality clashed with the distant sound of hallway chatter. What if this broke her?

“You will learn,” Jacob said. He stepped closer, his amber aura pulsing with confidence that seemed to emanate from within. Reassurance. “This is just the beginning.”

The colors were beautiful. Strange. Overwhelming. Like seeing a part of the world she never knew existed. She could almost get used to it. Maybe even want it.

Then, at the edge of her mind, something brushed past. Cold, and gone before she could catch it. She shivered—one quick flash along her neck—and noticed a faint smell, acrid, like burnt copper. Not a color. An absence of color. She tried to focus, but it slipped away like oil on water.

“You all right?” Elijah asked, sensing Isabella’s change.

She blinked. The moment passed, but the unease stuck. “Yeah. I just... thought I saw something.”

The three men traded glances. She couldn’t read them.

“Telepathy opens you to more than just thoughts,” Elijah said carefully. “Sometimes you sense things that aren’t there. Or are there in ways we don’t fully understand?” That was supposed to be reassuring.

Not even close.

Part of her wanted to run. Back to the pool. Back to Instagram. Back to a world that made sense, where people were just people—not rainbows and shadows.

But another part, small and quiet, whispered. What if this were better?

She hated that voice. Hated how it was getting louder.

Isabella stared at Elijah, at the blue and silver swirling around him. If she could see his energy, maybe she could reach further.

She concentrated. Pushed, tried to reach past the colors into his actual thoughts.

Nothing happened.

“Can I —” She licked her lips. “Can I hear what you’re thinking?”

“Not yet.” O’Farridge’s tone was gentle but firm. “Thought reading requires training, ethical education, and practice. What you’re doing now—sensing energy, seeing auras—that’s like learning to recognize letters. Reading thoughts is like reading a novel in a foreign language.”

“So, I’m basically illiterate.”

“You’re learning the alphabet.” O’Farridge’s eyes crinkled slightly. “There’s a difference.”

Isabella looked at the onyx. She wanted to throw it. Reject all of this. Go back to before the colors. Before the cold shadow. Before everything got complicated.

But her fingers wouldn’t let go.

“So, what happens now?” Her voice came out flat.

“Now you attend your classes,” O’Farridge said. “Learn to control what you’ve awakened.”

“And if I don’t want to?”

Silence.

The ceiling fan kept turning. Whump. Whump. Whump.

“Then you’ll spend your life overwhelmed by abilities you can’t turn off,” Elijah said quietly. “Seeing things you don’t understand. Feeling things you can’t escape.”

A lump formed in Isabella’s throat. She swallowed.

She’d come here for a quick answer. A box to check. Something she could finish and forget. Instead, they gave her something she couldn’t return. Something she didn’t understand.

“How long?” she asked.

“How long for what?”

“Until I learn to control it. Until I can...” She gestured vaguely at the colors still surrounding them. “Turn it off when I want.”

“Months. Maybe years.” O’Farridge’s expression remained neutral. “It depends on you.”

Perfect. Just what she needed.

Isabella slipped the onyx into her pocket and stood. The colors shifted as she moved, swirling and pulsing, reacting to something she couldn’t name. Her legs wobbled. She forced herself to stand tall.

“Fine.” She met O’Farridge’s gaze. “Where’s my first class?”

It wasn’t an agreement. It wasn’t acceptance.

But it was something.

✦ ✦ ✦​

The sconces cast flickering shadows across the walls of Elijah’s office. The sandalwood incense had burned down to ash. Outside, a desert nighthawk’s cry pierced the silence.

Jacob’s fingers traced the old symbols carved into his chair’s armrest. Again and again. He’d never broken that habit.

“I don’t know what to do about Isabella.” His hands trembled slightly. “Her spirit’s always been strong, but now...” He trailed off.

Elijah shifted in his chair. The wood creaked. His blue eyes looked tired. Silver strands caught the lamplight—more of them than Jacob remembered from even a year ago.

“I sensed something during her interview,” he admitted. “Not just rebellion. She reminds me of him at seventeen. That same absolute certainty that he was smarter than the room—and the frustrating part was, he was right.”

No one needed to ask who “he” was.

Seventeen years since Maximilian, and he still haunted them. Brilliance turning to hunger. Power turning to poison. Elijah’s jaw tightened. “She’s not trying to open dimensional portals. Her future’s not written in stone.”

“Not yet,” Jacob said quietly. He rose, pacing. Three steps to the window. Three steps back. “But Maximilian didn’t start with portals either. He started with ideas about using abilities to ‘help’ humanity. About leading them to something better.”

Jacob put both hands on the back of his chair. He didn’t say anything for a moment.

O’Farridge sat perfectly still in the corner chair. His usual calm had cracked somewhere during Isabella’s assessment. “What exactly did she propose? You mentioned social media, but—”

“She wanted money for social media influence,” Jacob said. His hands clenched. Unclenched. “When Julie asked why, Isabella laid out her plan.”

He stopped pacing. Faced them both.

“Videos laced with subliminal telepathic suggestions. Comment sections as feedback loops—users reinforcing each other’s manufactured opinions. Memes becoming literal mind-viruses, spreading thought-patterns she designs.”

O’Farridge went pale.

He saw it now. A teenager’s casual TikTok reaching millions. Each views a potential connection. Each shares a new vector of influence. People scroll mindlessly through their social media feeds, never knowing their thoughts weren’t entirely their own.

“Maximilian corrupted dozens of followers through direct contact,” he breathed. “She’s talking about...”

“Millions,” Jacob finished. “People who’d never know they were being manipulated. Who’d think the thoughts were their own.”

“Precisely,” O’Farridge said. Jacob resumed pacing. “And she mapped it out like a business plan. Metrics. Conversion rates. Scale.”

O’Farridge pressed his hands flat on his thighs. He didn’t speak for a moment.

Elijah gripped his armrests. His palms had worn the wood smooth from years of similar conversations and fears. “Did she understand what she was describing? The implications?”

“I think...” Jacob’s voice wavered. He cleared his throat. Tried again. “I think she saw it as innovation. Being smarter than everyone else. She didn’t—” He stopped. Started over. “She didn’t grasp the darkness.”

“Or she did,” O’Farridge said quietly, “and didn’t care.”

Jacob sat down. He looked older suddenly—not tired exactly, just used up.

“We can’t let fear drive our decisions,” Elijah said. But his voice lacked conviction. “She’s sixteen. Brilliant, yes. Ambitious, certainly. But she has crossed no lines yet.”

“Yet,” O’Farridge repeated.

The nighthawk called again. Closer now.

“So, what do we do?” Jacob asked. He rubbed his face with both hands. “Lock her down? Restrict her training? Watch her every move until she either proves herself or—”

“That’s exactly what would push her toward darkness,” Elijah interrupted. “Maximilian’s father controlled him. Monitored him. Treated every ambition like a threat. And look how that turned out.”

Jacob clenched his jaw
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